M
any schools and departments of social work struggle with issues related to curriculum analysis, program evaluation, and assessment of student learning. Accreditation standards of the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) require programs to "specify the outcome measures and measurement procedures that are to be used systematically in evaluating the program, and that will enable it to determine its success in achieving the desired objectives" (Commission on Accreditation [COA], 1994) . The recently adopted Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) suggest that academic programs become even more active in assessment and evaluation. Consider Accreditation Standard 8: Program Assessment and Continuous Improvement :
• The program has an assessment plan and procedures for evaluating the outcome of each program objective. The plan specifies the measurement procedures and methods used to evaluate the outcome of each program objective.
• The program implements its plan to evaluate the outcome of each program objective and shows evidence that the analysis is used continuously to affirm and improve the educational program (CSWE, 2001 National and regional university accreditation associations have also become more rigorous in their requirements for the assessment of student learning outcomes. All university regional accreditation bodies emphasize the assessment of student learning and the incorporation of quality improvement principles in educational and program evaluation.
Many social work programs throughout the country have begun to consider the means to assess student learning. Indeed, most programs are sincerely motivated to develop and implement processes by which to evaluate progress toward accomplishment of their mission and goals, including those that refer to student learning, and then to use the results to improve outcomes. The issues may be captured in the question: "How do we assess students' learning in an efficient manner that coincides with accreditation standards, helps us improve the quality of our curriculum and instruction, and enables us to document optimal student learning outcomes?"
In this paper, the author addresses this question by describing:
• The elements of a Course-Learning Objectives (CLO) classification system that facilitates organization and analysis of the total array of course learning objectives addressed throughout a social work curriculum.
• A direct Assessment of Student Learning system to document studentlearning outcomes.
• An indirect Assessment of Student Learning system to gather consumer and stakeholder generated information.
• The means by which the Course-Learning Objectives (CLO) classification, and the direct and indirect Assessment of Student Learning systems may be integrated to contribute to the evaluation of academic programs, assessment of outcomes, and as part of the means by which to address CSWE and university accreditation standards.
• The implications of the comprehensive and integrated approach for social work programs. Ideally, all goals and objectives should reflect conceptual congruence and logical interrelationships. A review of a curriculum, for example, should readily reveal connections from the most abstract to the most descriptive goals and objectives, and vice-versa-from the most concrete to the most general. Optimally, a reviewer should be able to link all individual course-learning objectives to at least one program objective, at least one school or departmental goal, and at least one dimension of the organizational mission. Conversely, several lower level goals and objectives (sub-goals) for each highly abstract goal should be apparent. This is, of course, a daunting challenge. However, it is worth undertaking because the major indication of an organization's success or failure centers upon the degree to which it achieves its goals and objectives. Optimally, when students achieve a courselearning objective, their learning should simultaneously contribute to the achievement of one or more program objectives and some aspect of the school or departmental mission. To support this claim, however, each course-learning objective must clearly link to and support higher-level goals and objectives.
A course-learning objectives (CLO) classification system represents a means by which social work programs may analyze their curriculum in light of higher-level goals. For example, suppose a school of social work offered educational programs leading to the BSW, MSW, and Ph.D. degrees. Each program offers several classroom or practicum courses, or other educational experiences that address several learning objectives. A school that offers a full continuum might offer 50 or 60 distinct courses or seminars, each of which might have seven to 12 learning objectives. Collectively, the school might have as many as 500 or 600 discrete courselearning objectives.
Ideally, all professors, students, and relevant stakeholders should carefully read and reflect upon the meaning and implication of each learning objective offered in all courses and seminars. A simple "eyeballing" process can be extraordinarily revealing! However, a formal classification system facilitates organization and systematic analysis. A small group of faculty and stakeholders could classify each discrete learning objective according to higher-level program objectives, school goals, and other relevant factors. Computer software programs (e.g., database, spreadsheet, or some statistical packages) may facilitate the classification process and, of course, contribute to subsequent data analysis.
In light of emerging accreditation standards and growing expectations for greater accountability, a program might classify each course-learning objective in terms of the following dimensions: 
Mission Related Goals
Schools and departments of social work typically create and publish formal statements of mission. A mission statement is a declaration of an organization's raison d'être. A good mission statement answers key questions such as "What is our primary purpose?" "What is our reason for being?" What are our primary activities?" Written in the present tense, the mission statement describes what is and serves as a general guide for action and decision-making.
The primary reason that most schools and departments of social work exist is to promote learning, especially by students, but also by faculty, that enables graduates to provide high quality social services. The vision statement addresses the same questions albeit in the future tense. The vision describes what the organization wants to become in the future-typically five or so years hence. Some organizations also establish a set of values or principles that serve as moral and ethical guideposts for operational activities. Together, the mission and vision statements lead to school or departmental goals. Derived from the mission and vision statements, organizational goals are anticipated outcomes or accomplishments rather than activities or processes. Although described in outcome fashion, organizational goals remain fairly general.
These abstract statements and goals help clarify the major purposes and functions of the organization as well as its direction for the future. Typically, statements of mission, vision, values, and goals relate to aspects of the well-known trinity of academic life: teaching, service, and research or scholarship. In schools and departments of social work, student learning usually receives a great deal of prominence within the teaching dimension.
A mission statement might include reference to an aspect of student learning such as, "We educate students for competent, ethical, and effective social work service in the 21 st century." A vision statement might refer to student learning in this manner: "We aspire to offer educational experiences that prepare students to adapt to emerging knowledge and changing circumstances through continuous processes of learning, unlearning, and learning anew." An organizational goal might include reference to both mission and vision statements by indicating that graduating students demonstrate the abilities to:
• Think critically and analyze contemporary research studies for application in practice.
• Engage in self-assessment of their learning needs, develop personal learning plans, and implement those plans in an active, self-directed manner.
The school or departmental goals link directly to and support the mission and vision. In social work education, university, and campus expectations, the policies and standards of CSWE, professional principles and values, student and faculty aspirations, and the nature of community needs also inform the identification of organizational goals-which become a fundamental component of the Course Learning Objectives classification system.
Program Objectives
Each academic program (e.g., BSW, MSW, Ph.D.) develops program objectives that guide curriculum planning, development, and implementation. They link directly to one or more mission-related organizational goals. The specific standards and policies of CSWE (COA, 1994; CSWE, 1992 CSWE, , 2001 ) serve to guide, but not necessarily constrain, the development of BSW and MSW program objectives. Although not required, some social work doctoral programs refer to CSWE policies as part of the process of identifying higher-level program objectives.
Academic program objectives tend to be less abstract and more descriptive than organizational goals, but not nearly as specific as course learning objectives. They, too, appear as outcomes or accomplishments rather than as activities or processes. Faculty in a baccalaureate program might, for example, identify the following as a program objective: "Graduates of the program are able to provide competent, ethical, effective, and ethnically-sensitive generalist social work services to a diverse range of individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities."
CSWE Content Areas
The CSWE Curriculum Policy Statement (1992) Although many social work educational programs organize their curriculums into sequences that address required content areas (e.g., the policy sequence, the practice sequence, the research sequence), many do not. Some programs integrate knowledge, values, and skills from several content areas within each course, seminar, practicum, or other learning experience. Indeed, even within highly structured, formally sequenced curriculums, many course-learning objectives contribute to students' learning in several CSWE-required content areas. Virtually all social work practice courses include information about human behavior and the social environment, and many incorporate research content and skills as well.
Most courses consider at-risk populations, social and economic justice, and some aspects of diversity. Furthermore, knowledge about values, ethics, laws, and the skills of critical thinking and ethical decision-making are integral to courses throughout the social work curriculum.
Classifying course-learning objectives by CSWE content area may be particularly useful as programs experiment with innovative teaching and learning approaches. Integrative orientation, field practicum, and capstone experiences frequently enable students to learn throughout many and sometimes all of the eight content areas. Programs that clearly and precisely identify the curriculum location of expected learning within these domains may easily demonstrate coverage of CSWE-required foundation content.
CSWE Foundation Objectives
The EPAS (CSWE, 2001 ) require BSW and MSW social work programs to address certain foundation program objectives:
The professional foundation, which is essential to the practice of any social worker, includes, but is not limited to, the following program objectives. Graduates demonstrate the ability to:
1.Apply critical thinking skills within the context of professional social work practice.
2.Understand the value base of the profession and its ethical standards and principles, and practice accordingly.
3.Practice without discrimination and with respect, knowledge, and skills related to clients' age, class, color, culture, disability, ethnicity, family structure, gender, marital status, national origin, race, religion, sex, and sexual orientation.
4.Understand the forms and mechanisms of oppression and discrimination and apply strategies of advocacy and social change that advance social and economic justice.
5.Understand and interpret the history of the social work profession and its contemporary structures and issues.
6.Apply the knowledge and skills of generalist social work practice (or, for MSW graduates, "a generalist social work perspective") with systems of all sizes.
7.Use theoretical frameworks supported by empirical evidence to understand individual development and behavior across the life span and the interactions among individuals and between individuals and families, groups, organizations, and communities.
8.Analyze, formulate, and influence social policies.
9.Evaluate research studies, apply research findings to practice, and evaluate their own practice interventions.
10.Use communication skills differentially across client populations, colleagues, and communities.
11.Use supervision and consultation appropriate to social work practice.
12.Function within the structure of organizations and service delivery systems and seek necessary organizational change. (CSWE, 2001) These program objectives constitute the required foundation learning objectives for both BSW and MSW academic programs. Although accredited MSW programs educate students for advanced practice within an area of concentration, they also must help all students master the foundation curriculum. Therefore, classification of course-learning objectives by foundation objectives is useful for both BSW and MSW programs. Social work doctoral programs may find them useful as a stimulus for the development of more advanced program and learning objectives. As do a large number of BSW and MSW programs, many D.S.W. or Ph.D. programs in social work develop sets of objectives, competencies, or abilities that graduating students are expected to demonstrate. These program-specific objectives complement those required by CSWE and contribute to the unique identity and mission of the school or department. For purposes of CLO classification, they may be added to the array of foundation (and MSW concentration) objectives or considered within a separate dimension.
ASWB Examination Content Domains
Almost all states, one territory, and one Canadian province have adopted the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) sponsored social work examinations for the purposes of licensing or certification. Although there are many areas of common interest, the goals of academic programs vary somewhat from those of professional associations and licensing boards. These divergent functions provide healthy tension and often lead to useful conversations among the organizations. Of course, schools and departments of social work should never "teach to the test." Nevertheless, some programs may decide to classify course-learning objectives according to the content domains addressed within the ASWB Basic or Intermediate Examinations in order to provide additional perspective. The publicly disseminated domains reflect the findings from large studies of current practices of professional social workers from throughout the United States (and soon from at least one province of Canada as well). The resulting content outlines, based as they are upon studies of practicing social workers, may complement the policies of CSWE.
The ASWB Basic Examination is typically required of BSW graduates; the Intermediate Examination of MSW graduates. Advanced or Clinical Examinations are required of MSW graduates with supervised post-graduate practice experience.
The current ASWB Basic Examination addresses the content domains (ASWB, 2001) 3 listed in Table 1 .
Principles of Cultural Competence in Social Work
The changing demographics, composition, and globalization of society require that all social workers understand, value, and demonstrate cultural competence in their service to others. Because of the extraordinary significance of multi-cultural abilities, many social work programs may decide to emphasize their importance through the classification of course learning objectives according to certain dimensions of cultural competence. Anderson, Richardson, and Leigh (Leigh, 1998) identified seven principles of the culturally competent social worker. They posit that the culturally competent social worker would agree with the following statements:
1. I accept the fact that I have much to learn about others.
2. I have an appreciation of the regional and geographical factors related to people of color and contrasting cultures, how the individual may vary from the generalizations about their regional and geographical group, and how regional groups vary from the total cultural group. 4. I have the capacity to form relationships with people from contrasting cultures in social, work, and professional relationships.
5. I can engage in a process characterized by mutual respect and conscious effort to reduce power disparities between myself and persons of minority status.
6. I have the ability to obtain culturally relevant information in the professional encounter.
7. I have the ability to enter into a process of mutual exploration, assessment, and treatment with people of contrasting culture and minority status in society. (Leigh, 1998, pp. 173-174) These seven principles could be converted into characteristics, attitudes, or abilities and incorporated within the course learning objective classification scheme. 
Bloom's Taxonomy of Cognitive Educational Objectives
In addition to organizational, mission-related goals, academic program objectives, CSWE content areas, foundation (and concentration) objectives, along with program specific competencies or abilities, ASWB examination content domains, and principles of cultural competence, each course-learning objective may be classified according to Bloom's Taxonomy of Cognitive Educational Objectives. Several decades ago, Benjamin Bloom and a group of educational psychologists (Bloom & Krathwohl, 1956 ) developed a taxonomy of cognitive learning objectives.The taxonomy remains pertinent today, and may be used for multiple purposes 4 . The six hierarchical levels represent a useful scheme for classification of course learning objectives within a social work curriculum. In ascending order of cognitive complexity, the six levels are:
Level One: Recollection. The ability to recall is the basic level of learning and refers simply to the ability to remember material such as facts and basic theoretical terms and concepts.
Level Two: Comprehension. The ability to comprehend refers to an understanding of the material. This is often demonstrated by providing an explanation, summary, or interpretation of the material.
Level Three: Application. The ability to apply knowledge refers to use of the material in a particular situation. In social work, for example, this ability might be demonstrated through the application of a practice skill in service to a client. Or, a social worker might use a theoretical concept to better understand a particular person-and-situation dynamic. Application refers to the use of rules, methods, and principles outlined in the material.
Level Four: Analysis. The ability to analyze involves the careful examination of the various elements of the material. Relationships among and between components are critically considered in terms of organizational structure and internal coherence.
Level Five: Synthesis. The ability to synthesize includes pulling together elements in a new way to form an innovative structure. The creation of a new conceptual model could be a form of synthesis.
Level Six: Evaluation. The ability to evaluate involves the determination of the relative value of knowledge for a defined purpose. Typically, this would include the creation, adoption or adaptation, and application of evaluative criteria. Tables 2 through 4 reveal how an individual course objective may be identified, coded, and categorized within a CLO classification system as described above. Table 5 reflects how the classified course objective appears as a row within a spreadsheet or database. Of course, all course objectives throughout the entire curriculum require classification and entry into the system. Furthermore, programs may add additional categories to meet organizational needs. Table 6 illustrates a hypothetical distribution of an academic program's Course Learning Objectives as classified in accordance with Bloom's taxonomic levels. The table reveals the potential value of the CLO classification for curriculum analysis and development. The example (see Table 6 ) suggests that 82.5% of the classified course objectives address the first (recall), second (comprehension), and third (application) levels of Bloom's taxonomy. According to Table 6 , the curriculum reflects only modest attention to higher level cognitive abilities (analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) that are most associated with critical thinking. If the classification system is reasonably valid and reliable, faculty may decide to add or revise selected course-learning objectives in order to strengthen students' learning at higher levels of cognitive learning.
COURSE-LEARNING OBJECTIVES CLASSIFICATION (CLO) SYSTEM: APPLICATION

Assessment of Student Learning
Emerging professional (e.g., CSWE) and regional university accreditation standards (e.g., New England Association of Schools and Colleges, Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools, North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, Western Association of Schools and Colleges, Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges, Southern Association of Colleges and Schools) require academic programs to evaluate student-learning outcomes. Clearly, student-learning assessment is a major component of accreditation expectations. However, our conceptions of learning and student-learning assessment require elaboration.
Consider the following as working definitions:
Student learning is growth in knowledge, values, and skills that occurs as the result of learning activities and experiences. Students reflect evidence of learning when, for example, they become more proficient in interviewing, assessment, intervention, and evaluation skills as a result of social work educational experiences. Professors engage in a student-learning assessment when they examine students' videotaped interviews and apply a welldesigned scoring rubric to evaluate students' performance of clearly identified interviewing skills. Student-learning assessment occurs at the conclusion of their classroom or practicum courses when students complete questionnaires about the extent to which they have gained the knowledge and skill necessary for competent professional service. Feedback from focus groups of graduates' employers represents a form of student-learning assessment. Programs engage in studentlearning assessment when, for instance, they analyze the individual and aggregated results of a qualifying examination that all students complete at the conclusion of their foundation studies. Student-learning assessment may occur during a capstone seminar, when students and faculty systematically evaluate the quality of social work portfolios submitted as a requirement for graduation.
Student-learning assessment includes the tools and processes used, and the findings obtained from intentional efforts to appraise students' growth in
Schools and departments may view assessment of student learning as a form of program evaluation, educational assessment, quantitative or qualitative research, or an aspect of Continuous Quality Improvement or Total Quality Management. The nature and forms of assessment are wide and surprisingly flexible. Programs may focus on inputs, outputs, or outcomes and may do so through direct and indirect forms of assessment (see Table 7 ).
Input Assessment tends to focus on the resources or "raw materials" of the school or program (e.g., quality of faculty, incoming students, curriculum design, or programmatic resources). Output Assessment usually addresses the productivity of the organization (e.g., numbers of graduating students and graduates, graduation and retention rates, number of teaching awards, amount of research). Outcome Assessment involves consideration of the effects of organizational activities upon those intended to benefit from them. In the context of social work education, we hope that successful students who complete the coursework and earn degrees benefit in some tangible way from those experiences (e.g., increase their knowledge and skill, secure employment, feel competent in their professional lives, and effectively serve clients).
Most schools and programs are familiar with the collection and analysis of inputs and outputs. Programs regularly report on the average SAT or GRE scores of admitted students, acceptance and retention rates, the numbers of graduates, GPA averages, the amount of external funding, the faculty-to-student ratios, the number and kind of faculty publications, the amount of physical space, the number of library volumes, the amount of secretarial support, and other aspects of inputs and outputs. Assessment of student learning outcomes is less common. However, it is precisely the area that accrediting bodies and other stakeholders increasingly emphasize. Indeed, assessment of student learning outcomes appeals to many social work faculty who regularly teach students to evaluate clients' progress toward goal achievement. Such perspectives are highly compatible with quality improvement initiatives.
Direct Assessment of student-learning outcomes involves examining students' or graduates' knowledge, attitudes, and skills (e.g., depth or breadth and expertise) through observation and evaluation, or through valid and reliable measures. Indirect Assessment also seeks to determine students' or graduates' knowledge and expertise but does so through the collection of data presumed to be associated with actual understanding and performance (e.g., self-reports, faculty and field instructor evaluations of students, letter grades, focus groups or surveys of employers' views of graduates' performance, evidence of graduates' practice effectiveness in service to clients).
Direct Assessment of Student Learning
Direct assessment of learning usually involves the systematic evaluation of the performance or products of students or graduates. There are many kinds and forms of available evidence. Doctoral, masters', or senior theses; qualifying examinations; standardized tests; scores on licensing examinations; videotapes of actual or simulated interviews; results of single-subject research; and social work portfolios represent forms of evidence that may be used to assess student learning outcomes. Ideally, the products and performances relate to learning goals at one or more organizational levels (e.g., school or departmental goals, program objectives, or course learning objectives).
Three forms of direct assessment that may be especially useful for social work programs are: 1) entry and exit essays, 2) pre-and post-exams, and 3) social work learning portfolios.
Entry and Exit Essays
Many programs require applicants to prepare an essay, perhaps in the form of an autobiographical statement, as part of the admissions process. Such essays may be used by screening committees to consider the readiness of the candidate for the nature and rigor of the academic program. They may also become useful for assessment purposes in that applicants complete them before beginning the program. A similar kind of essay could be expected just before graduation. Comparisons between the two essays might well reveal areas of growth, knowledge, and expertise.
The nature of the essay assignment and the assessment criteria used to assess them should be well constructed to match school goals and program objectives to best serve the function of student-learning assessment. For instance, rather than an autobiographical statement, applicants might be provided a case scenario to analyze. Towards the end of the program, graduating students could be asked to repeat the process with an analogous case situation.
Pre-and Post-Instruments
In addition to or instead of entry and exit essays, pre-and post-instruments might also be adopted (e.g., the Baccalaureate Educational Assessment Package [BEAP]) or developed for use as evidence of growth and learning. The instruments would require careful analysis in order to determine validity, reliability, and relevance to 
Social Work Portfolios
Portfolios are becoming increasingly popular both within social work and other disciplines as well. Portfolios may be course specific or may apply to an entire program of study (e.g., BSW, MSW, Ph.D.). Program-oriented portfolios reflect tremendous potential for assessment of student learning because they incorporate samples of students' work throughout various stages of the educational process. As a central part of the development of program-oriented portfolios, some schools and departments encourage students to prepare learning contracts, learning goals, and learning plans at the beginning of their studies. The contracts then help students and faculty to guide the selection of courses, and the emphasis that is placed within the classroom and practicum experiences. They also serve as contexts for the assessment of the final portfolios submitted as a requirement for graduation. The portfolios include carefully selected learning products that serve as tangible evidence for the direct assessment of learning. In the aggregate, evaluation of graduating students' portfolios would ideally reveal that most, if not all, demonstrate mastery of program objectives as well as reflect progress toward achievement of their individual learning goals (Cournoyer, 2001; Cournoyer & Stanley, 2002) .
Indirect Assessment of Student Learning
Indirect forms of student-learning assessment also have considerable value, especially when used in conjunction with direct evidence. Indirect assessment tends to yield opinions about, rather than demonstration of, knowledge, values, and skills. Nonetheless, the views and experiences of consumers and stakeholders are at least as important and sometimes more important than scores on exams or grades on papers. Most schools and departments of social work have faculty that are well trained to develop surveys, conduct focus groups, and collect and analyze data. These are well-established forms of indirect assessment. The famous, or infamous, end-of-semester "course evaluation" is one that might be adapted for the indirect assessment of student learning. Professors' and instructors' performance tend to be the focus of the items presented in traditional course evaluations. However, they can be easily adapted to assess student learning.
Assessing Student Learning through Course Evaluations
Traditionally, students enrolled in schools and departments of social work have completed end-of-semester questionnaires to evaluate the general quality of courses and their instruction. Although the format varies somewhat from university to university, course evaluations are widely used-both for personnel evaluation purposes (i.e., promotion, tenure, salary increments) and as a measure of student satisfaction. Course evaluations may take many forms. In some programs, professors design their own instruments. In others, professors may select items from a "cafeteria" system provided by the university. Some programs require that professors use a standard or "common" course evaluation, which enables the social work school or department to analyze students' opinions of courses and professors through comparison to average scores.
Common Items. Programs derive many benefits from the use of standard or common items in end-of-semester evaluation instruments. Students in all social work courses respond to these standard items, potentially yielding a rich data set for statistical analysis. Traditionally, most common items within course evaluation questionnaires tend to elicit students' opinions about the characteristics and behaviors of the professor and the nature of the course. Items that refer to the professor's accessibility, preparedness, fairness in grading, and ability to communicate are typical, as are items related to the utility of textbooks, examinations, and assignments. Most course evaluation instruments include few, if any, items about students' learning. Table 8 contains items that are representative of those commonly used in universities throughout North America.
All items in this instrument (Table 8 ) refer to the course or the instructor. Indeed, they are quite useful if faculty or administration want data for personnel or performance evaluation. The items are consistent with traditional pedagogical approaches to education where the focus is more upon the quality of teaching performance than on the nature or quality of student learning. [See Barr & Tagg (1995) for a comparison of the "teaching" and "learning" paradigms in higher education]. However, programs may easily convert end-of-semester course evaluation forms into an assessment of student learning instruments. Instead of or in addition to asking students what they think about the professor and the course, we could inquire about their learning. Items could reflect a greater emphasis upon student learning. Consistent with research findings about effective teaching and learning (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) and trends toward active, adult learning, programs might develop end-of-semester student-learning assessment instruments that contain items such as those presented in Table 9 .
Programs could also add to these general items those that correspond to the course learning objectives for each social work classroom or practicum course or seminar offered throughout the school or department. In effect, this requires the development of individualized Assessment of Student Learning instruments for each course or seminar. However, it provides students an opportunity to indicate the degree to which they believe they learned what they might reasonably expect to learn-based upon the learning objectives outlined in the course or seminar syllabus. Table 10 illustrates how learning objectives from a social work course might appear as items within an end-of-semester course evaluation instrument.
Students, of course, respond to these items based on their perceptions of learning. Undoubtedly, various factors (e.g., nature of the course, rigor, grading policies, and the characteristics of the instructor) affect their responses. This approach clearly represents an indirect rather than a direct measure of learning. Nonetheless, when combined with direct evidence of student learning (e.g., standardized testing, student portfolios, qualifying examinations, theses, or scores on licensing exams), they represent a powerful source of assessment information from the consumers' perspective. In a manner consistent with the principles of Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI), students assess the degree of their own learning.
Statistical analysis of aggregated responses to both common items (CI) and course-learning objective (CLO) items may yield pertinent information about students' perceptions of learning by course, sequence, academic status (i.e., junior, senior, MSW-foundation, MSW-concentration), and other pertinent factors. For example, Table 11 reflects the Common Item Scale (CIS) scores (i.e., aggregated averages) of a hypothetical set of common items (such as those presented in Tables 8 or 9 ) by course and year. Scores may range from 1 (reflecting strong disagreement) to 5 (reflecting strong agreement). In this example, all items appear in an affirmative fashion so that higher scores consistently reflect stronger agreement. The table illustrates the kind of assessment information that various constituencies may receive. The data indicate that some courses reflect similar ratings over a four-year period, while others vary considerably. Of course, the analysis of findings and the way they are, or are perceived to be, used are central to the success or failure of any assessment process. In general, readers should view "average" ratings with caution. Despite the limitations, descriptive statistics serve a function as "indicators" of courses or curriculum areas that deserve closer attention. For example, in Table 11 , the CIS scores associated with Social Work Course #1 reveal a substantial drop in students' evaluation of the course during the 1996 and 1997 years and a fair recovery during 1998. The CIS scores associated with Social Work Course #2 reveal a continuously declining trend from 1995 through 1998, while those connected with Social Work Courses #3 and #5 reflect a more favorable, upward trend during the same period. CIS scores for Social Work Course #4 are consistently positive throughout the entire period. Course Learning Objective (CLO) Related Items. Because they involve the students' (i.e., consumers') view of their attainment of specific course objectives, ratings of CLO items are especially useful for the assessment of student learning within the context of accreditation standards-if all course objectives clearly link to program objectives, organizational goals, and ultimately, the mission of the school or department. Students' aggregated CLO ratings represent indirect evidence of learning for discrete items, courses, sequences, or programs. Students' responses to all CLO items associated with a particular course may be averaged in the form of a Course Learning Objectives Scale (CLOS) score to provide general indications of the degree of overall learning in a particular course. In many social work programs, professors agree to use identical learning objectives in all sections of the same course. When this occurs, programs may aggregate students' responses from multiple course sections and analyze them by semester or year. The CLOS score reflects an average of students' ratings of the learning objectiverelated items for each course. Since each item may be rated on a one-to-five basis, the lowest possible CLOS score would be one and the highest five. Table 12 reflects the CLOS scores (i.e., aggregated averages) of students' responses to a hypothetical set of course-learning objective-related items (such as those presented in Table 7 ) by course and year. Scores may range from one (reflecting strong disagreement) to five (reflecting strong agreement). In this example, all items appear in an affirmative fashion so that higher scores consistently reflect stronger agreement.
Information such as that presented in Table 12 provides useful insight into students' perceptions of learning. Scores in the four-to-five range ("agree" to "strongly agree") suggest that students believe that they learned what their social work instructors hoped they would learn-based upon the course learning objectives. Such a table also reflects changes across semesters as well as students' ambivalence about the extent of their learning in certain courses. As such, program administrators and faculty may attend to certain courses or sequences within the curriculum. For example, in reviewing Table 12 , faculty members might well decide to investigate the factors associated with the drop in CLOS scores and the increase in variability as indicated by the standard deviations for the SW9 courses from the 1995 and 1996 levels to the 1997 and 1998 levels.
Integrating the CLO Classification and Assessment of Student Learning Systems
The use of end-of-semester evaluation instruments that emphasize student learning in both general common items (CI) and course learning objective (CLO) related items represent a substantial contribution to the demonstration of progress toward achievement of program goals and the EPAS standard that requires pro- gram assessment. They are consistent with the principles of Continuous Quality Improvement. When direct assessment indicators are added (e.g., entry and exit essays, pre-and post-instruments, or program oriented student portfolios), an array of data about student learning outcomes become available.
However, maximum benefit occurs when assessment processes are integrated with the Course Learning Objectives Classification system. If each course-learning objective offered throughout a curriculum is classified according to pertinent dimensions-including school or department goals and program objectives, and if direct and indirect forms of assessment are geared toward evaluation of progress toward achievement of those goals and objectives, then programs have the capacity to analyze data according to any or all of the classified categories. For example, suppose a program classifies its course objectives according to CSWE foundation program objectives. The program may then, with the aid of computer software, separate and statistically analyze students' responses to CLO items that pertain to each objective. The program may also develop evaluation rubrics to directly assess learning products (e.g., essays, papers, examinations, portfolios) in relation to those objectives as well. For purposes of both continuous improvement and to address requirements for accreditation, the program could then describe the nature and extent of student learning for each competency, ideally over a period of several years to reveal patterns or trends. Table 13 presents data from students' ratings of course learning objective related items by competency and year. If they were actual, rather than hypothetical data, the program might be concerned with students' (especially those completing end-of-semester instruments during 1998) perception of learning in regard to their ability to "apply critical thinking skills within the context of professional social work practice" (Foundation Program Objective #1). They might be especially 1995 1996 1997 1998 Course concerned if direct assessment of performances or products also revealed weaknesses in critical thinking abilities among a substantial number of graduating students.
Similarly, there might be concern about students' learning during 1997 in relation to the ability to "apply the knowledge and skills of generalist social work practice (or, for MSW graduates, 'a generalist social work perspective') with systems of all sizes" (Foundation Program Objective #6). Professors might be particularly curious about what may have happened during 1995 in relation to students' perceptions of their ability to "evaluate research studies, apply research findings to practice, and evaluate their own practice interventions" (Foundation Program Objective #9) and their ability to "use communication skills differentially across client populations, colleagues, and communities" (Foundation Program Objective #10) during 1998. Although far from definitive, these data help programs identify how well their students think they learn within certain areas of a curriculum. Direct assessment of students' performance and learning products may serve to substantiate or refute findings from indirect forms of assessment. Similarly, information gained through indirect means may be supported, or challenged, by evidence generated by direct forms of assessment.
Although Table 13 illustrates data that relates to one classification dimension (i.e., CSWE Foundation Program Objectives), programs may conduct similar analyses based upon other factors. Analyses based upon organizational goals help support a school or department's claim that they accomplish their mission. Analyses based upon Bloom's Taxonomy may indicate that students are learning how to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize professional knowledge, values, and skills. These higher order cognitive skills constitute essential aspects of critical thinking-one of the hallmarks of professionalism.
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION
Social work deans, program directors, and faculty members are likely to confront numerous challenges as they implement processes for assessing student learning and educational effectiveness. Faculty may anticipate dilemmas such as the following:
• At a time when programs are asked to do "more with less," programs may lack sufficient resources to support extensive assessment processes. Personnel are needed to develop and administer instruments, and to collect and analyze data. Higher costs may be expected during developmental phases when the program determines an assessment philosophy and decides what, how, and how much to assess. Administrators may anticipate the need for release time for personnel undertaking these activities. Some programs might benefit from faculty and staff development programs that address the topic and methods of assessment and evaluation. Finally, programs may need to invest in some equipment (e.g., scanners, computers) and computer software programs through which to organize and analyze data.
• Within some university contexts, social work educators may be successful in implementing a sound assessment process but lack authority or resources to use findings for decision-making. For example, a program director may obtain assessment data suggesting that students in Professor "X's" Social Policy class-es appear to learn a great deal from the course. Both direct and indirect sources of evidence indicate that students achieve most of the course objectives. In Professor "X's" Human Behavior and the Social Environment (HBSE) courses, however, the assessment data suggest that students tend to achieve few of the course objectives. Although it might seem reasonable to assign Professor "X" to teach more social policy courses and fewer, if any, HBSE courses, a director may not possess the authority or have sufficient faculty resources to reassign professors based upon evidence of student learning.
• Individuals or committees that implement assessment programs face questions related to the validity, reliability, and relevance of assessment processes and outcomes. Assessment approaches that rely primarily or exclusively upon student (i.e., consumer) feedback may be strongly challenged-especially if the results are used more to evaluate personnel performance than to assess student learning and program quality. At a time when social work students are being confronted with multiple roles (e.g., parent, full-time worker, caregiver of older parents), demanding learning environments may influence the way courses, instructors, and the overall quality of the program are perceived. Nonetheless, when both direct and indirect assessment processes are used and the findings converge, serious challenges to the accuracy and utility of the information are less likely.
• Social work educators should anticipate how various stakeholders might interpret and use assessment findings-especially during the early phases. For instance, some university administrators may be quite uncomfortable with assessment results because they sometimes highlight significant issues and lead to difficult decisions. Some officials may find it easier, safer, or more comfortable to deny, minimize, or ignore findings that call for decisive, unpopular, or costly action. • Within many academic contexts, programs "compete" with one another for resources (e.g., funding from the university, "faculty lines," or even students). At times, negative assessment findings place a program at a disadvantage vis-à-vis other programs that engage in little, if any, assessment or evaluation activities. Directors and faculty members should consider how, for example, higher administration might respond to a program that implements a strong assessment system that yields negative findings about student learning. In some contexts, programs may be recognized and credited for conducting assessment, and providing encouragement and resources to make improvements based upon the findings. In other circumstances, unfavorable results may be used to punish the program that conducted the assessment activities. During the early phases of implementation, such punitive responses send a clear message that genuine assessment is unsafe and probably unwanted.
During the next decade or two, social work programs will face many challenges. Certainly, demands for greater accountability will continue to increase. Various stakeholders will expect answers to questions such as the following: Do your students learn what you say you teach? Does your faculty genuinely help students learn? Does your curriculum truly meet CSWE and university accreditation standards? Are your learning expectations and experiences progressively more intellectually, academically, and professionally challenging? In other words, do you expect more of seniors than you do of juniors, and more of juniors than you do of sophomores? Do you require more of MSW students than you do of undergraduates, and more of MSW concentration students than MSW foundation students?
Social work educators will also be asked to produce evidence of their program's effectiveness in pursuing its mission and accomplishing its goals. In attempting to provide such evidence, they may be challenged from various sources. Higher administration, students, parents, and some organizations (e.g., legislatures and social service agencies) may demand more and better indications of program quality and effectiveness. Some faculty colleagues may also question the purposes, validity, reliability, and relevance of the assessment processes-particularly if the results are used primarily for personnel evaluation decisions (e.g., for promotion and tenure decisions) rather than for enhancing faculty development or improving program quality and educational effectiveness.
We suggest that the Indiana Model-which incorporates both direct and indirect processes, and integrates Course Learning Objectives Classification and Assessment of Student Learning systems-represents a strategy by which to address some of these questions. We fully recognize that data obtained exclusively from direct or from indirect forms of assessment have finite value. As important as the consumer voice might be, and as appealing as a valid and reliable standardized examination might be, feedback from one source alone is simply insufficient. Indeed, we strongly recommend the use of multiple indicators of both an indirect and direct nature in order that findings may be subject to multidimensional consideration. Bloom's Taxonomy is used by the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB) to organize test items on the standardized social work licensing examinations.
